Killer Instincts 


by Alessa 


Chapter 1 


"Hey, Becca! Did you see the new girl?" Sammy's yell pierces the air, slicing through the stark 
bleakness of their shared bedroom. 


Becca's reflection stares back at her from beneath the tangled mousy tresses, a stranger in this borrowed 
world. The lipstick she is applying isn't hers. She pinched it from one of the older girls who roamed the 
corridors of her former home with a confidence she could only dream of. The mirror is stolen, too, just 
like everything else in her transient existence. The bedroom is a patchwork of snatched belongings, 
each item telling a story of abandonment and loss. Amidst this chaos, only Becca's embittered eyes 
remain a constant, hardened by years of disappointment and betrayal. 


"Why should I care? I'm not looking for a girlfriend," a tiny voice replied with accepted resignation. 
She doesn't even bother to look up from her task. 


"They say she's dangerous," Sammy's smirk dances in the dim light of the room. 
Scoffing, Becca's hands pause in their motion. "I'm not afraid." 


But Sammy's next words cut through the air like a knife, plunging into the fragile bubble of defiance 
that Becca had carefully constructed around herself. "You will be," her whisper lingers in the air with 
heavy foreboding. "They say she killed another kid at her last home." 


Becca's heart skips a beat, her eyes widen in disbelief. Okay, that's new. She's been in the system a long 
time. She had encountered her fair share of strung-out, disturbed, and violent kids. But this... this is 
different. 


Being a feather-like thirteen-year-old that looks more like a fourth grader than a teenager, she's learned 
to latch onto the biggest, meanest kids around. They might hurt her, but she knew they could also 
protect her. But now, faced with the prospect of a newcomer tainted by rumours of violence, she can't 
help but feel a tremor of fear snake its way through her veins. 


She's never met a murderer before. "Why did she kill him?" 
Sammy shrugs. "Dunno." 


The mystery unfurls before Becca's eyes like the opening chapter of a thriller novel. It beckons her to 
the window with an irresistible pull. She looks downwards, where a black SUV is parked in the 
driveway, resembling some ominous hearse. 


Mrs. Hamilton is Becca's caseworker too. She stands with a clipboard in her hands, her grey eyes 
scanning whatever instructions are written there with an air of detached efficiency. 


But it is the girl, the inscrutable figure leaning against the sleek metal frame of the car, who captures 
Becca's attention. She is tall. Her posture is languid yet poised, her demeanour betraying a boredom 
that borders on impulsive defiance. Jet-black hair, messed up by the salty breeze from the bay, is cut in 
some kind of punk pixie style and frames a face that is both stone-cold and beautiful. 


The girl's clothes speak volumes—a black leather jacket worn with an air of indifference, jeans that 
bear the marks of a seasoned traveller, and combat boots scared with marks of rebellion. Is this the 
same outfit she wore when she killed someone? 


The thought sends a shiver down Becca's spine, mingling with a strange sense of admiration. Would the 
blood have stained her jacket, she wonders. Does blood even wash out? She could imagine red blotches 
of crimson gore at the edges of her imagination. 


Meanwhile, Mrs. Hamilton's voice, a dull drone of bureaucratic platitudes, floats upwards, punctuating 
the silence with its hollow promises. Becca knows the script all too well—the admonishments 
disguised as encouragement, the thinly veiled warnings cloaked in optimism. 


At least the new girl seems to know the drill. Amidst the sea of empty words, she remains unmoved, 
her gaze sweeping across the desolate garden, boarded windows, and cracked concrete, with a clarity 
that borders on resignation. And then she turns her head toward the house windows, her eyes finding 
Becca's, and locking onto hers with a gaze that seemed to pierce through the layers of guarded 
pretence. 


Becca's chest tightens as though the air had been sucked from her lungs, leaving her gasping for breath 
in the suffocating silence. The intensity of the girl's gaze bores into her, her dark eyes burning with a 
rage Becca recognises all too well. There is a familiar reflection of her own fractured soul in them, a 
mirror image of the anger and despair that simmers just beneath the surface. 


She doesn't need confirmation from whispered rumours to know that this girl is capable of killing. 
Unspeakable violence is there, lurking in the shadows of her gaze, waiting patiently to strike at the 
slightest provocation. 


"Do you know her name?" Becca asks without turning around. She can't tear her gaze away from the 
girl. And the girl isn't looking away from her. They are caught in some kind of deadly web, but she 
doesn't know which of them is the spider. 


The girl's lips curl into a smirk. She doesn't need words to convey her contempt, or her disdain for the 
fate that had brought her here. Her gaze sweeps over their surroundings, the house and the front yard, 
but her face remains unimpressed. 


There is a surge of anticipation rippling through Becca's veins. She wonders if the girl will find 
pleasing what she has to offer her. And in turn, if she will be willing to offer her safeguard and her 
confidence. Her protection. 


Becca understands that in this unforgiving world, they wear their worth on their bodies. It's the only 
asset they own in this doghouse. And in the girl's stance, in the defiant tilt of her head, Becca sees a 
glimmer of hope, and it speaks of fearlessness. She is a survivor, a warrior in a world that seeks to 
break her spirit. If she was an artwork, she would be near priceless. 


"Jade," Sammy's voice cuts through the silence, amusement clear in her voice. "Her name is Jade. But I 
thought you weren't looking for a girlfriend." 


Becca's cheeks flush with embarrassment while her mind swirls with thoughts. She can't really imagine 
a word like girlfriend ever applying to her, to Jade. She probably scoffs at romantic notions or 
whispered promises. To someone like her, it is about fighting, about navigating the treacherous waters 
of foster care with a pragmatism born of necessity. But if there is a chance for them to strike a deal, 
they could come to an agreement. A trade. 


The girl's protection for Becca's body. 


She leans against the window frame, feeling the rough, splintered paint digging into her skin. 
Everything is hard and unwelcoming here, even the everyday objects are sharp and menacing. This is 
not her home, not her family, not her life. It's more like one of those medieval torture chambers, with 
shards of broken glass pointing inward. 


"If she killed someone, then why isn't she in jail?" Becca asks, wondering if the girl could read her lips 
from the other side of the smudged window pane. 


"T don't know," Sammy answers with a shrug. "Why don't you ask her yourself?" 


"Maybe I don't want to get killed," Becca muses, her breath fogging up the glass where her button nose 
presses against its cold surface. 


But even as she speaks, Becca feels a tremor of defiance coursing through her veins, a spark of 
rebellion that refuses to be extinguished. The corner of Jade's lips tilts up. Even from this far away, 
Becca recognises the look in her eyes—part promise, part threat. It makes her shiver, and not entirely 
with fear. 


"T think I will," she whispers faintly, mostly to herself. 


Mrs. Hamilton is still talking when Jade pushes herself up off the car. She is taller than her, all sinewy 
confidence as she strides past the caseworker. She walks into the house, duffle bag in hand, leaving 
Mrs. Hamilton to check boxes on her clipboard alone. 


Chapter 2 


Becca manages to skirt the edges of curiosity, avoiding the new girl that night and the next. She can 
feel the gravity of the girl's presence, like a shadow looming on the periphery of her consciousness, but 
she is careful to keep her distance. 


Even though she is curious about her, she knows too well how badly things can go. She had learned the 
hard way the dangers of getting too close, of letting down her guard in a world where trust is a currency 
traded in betrayal. 


Besides, the girl has to be the one to make the first move. No one would approach a wild tiger, hands 
outstretched for a hug. Not if they want to live to tell about it. Jade will have to stalk her. She'll have to 
pounce. 


The water in this house turns cold in two minutes. Becca stands beneath the unforgiving spray of the 
shower, letting the water batter her skin like a relentless drumbeat. She can't help but observe the way 
her body responds to the cold. It makes goose bumps rise over her skin in a futile attempt to shield her 
from the onslaught of icy daggers. It makes her skin hard. She wishes the same was true for everything 
else. If every time she got touched or punched, her body got harder, she would be turned to stone by 
now. 


I'm already made of stone, cold both inside and out, Becca thinks to herself. 


There is a bang on the door, shaking the walls and the showerhead set loosely in the wall. As the echo 
of someone hitting the door reverberates through the walls, Becca's thoughts crash back to reality. The 
loud noise shakes the fragile illusion of solitude that surrounds her. In a house filled with a steady 
stream of foster kids and fleeting moments of peace, privacy is a luxury she can ill afford. 


But there is something else in the air. A palpable tension that lingers long after the sound had stopped, 
causing the familiar quiver in Becca's chest that says this is different. This is more than just the clamour 
of restless teenagers vying for their turn in the bathroom. This is the ominous prelude to something far 
more sinister. 


Bang! 


"Coming!" she yells, her voice piercing the air. It sounds like a defiant proclamation, stripped of any 
worry to belie the fear gnawing at the edges of her consciousness. She is old friends with unwarranted 
courage and daring. It's kept her alive on more than one occasion. But today, as she stands barefoot in 
the cold puddle that has pooled on the shower floor, she can't help but wonder if her bravado is enough 
to see her through. 


The faucet handle protests loudly as soon as Becca turns the water off, its shrill cry echoing through the 
cramped confines of the bathroom. The cold spray dwindles to an even colder dribble, and Becca 
shivers as she reaches for the towel hanging just beyond the reach of the curtain. 


It happens quickly then. In the blink of an eye, the world around her plunges into darkness. The 
familiar hum of electricity is silenced by an unseen hand. Panic claws at Becca's chest, squeezing the 
air from her lungs in a vice-like grip. Had she locked that door? She's not sure. Coldness gathers in her 
lungs, freezing her more deeply than the water ever could. Someone's fumbling with the key on the 
other side of the door. 


"Becca," a low voice whispers through the darkness. 


It's none other than Benjamin, or Ben as they sometimes called him. It's a friendly kind of name that 
belies the malignant presence he commands within the walls of their fractured world. He has weight in 
every sense of the word that could crush her, and not only because he's the son of her foster father. He 
has power here that the foster kids could only dream about. 


"What are you doing?" Ben curses behind the door, his voice is laced with anger. 


Becca recognises that voice, because she's been evading it ever since she got here. She refuses to let her 
fear consume her. With every ounce of strength she could muster, she makes her own voice hard, the 
way her body is. Hard like armour. 


"Go away!" She demands, only to hear the voice echo off the cold, tiled walls, like a desperate plea that 
falls on deaf ears. Her fingers tightened around the rough, threadbare fabric of her towel. She pulls— 
and the towel pulls back. 


"Is that how you say hello?" Benjamin is already holding the other side of the towel in his hand when 
he yanks at it with a swift tug. Becca suddenly loses balance, as the slick surface of the tub gives way 
beneath her feet. She slips, and before she can regain her foothold, falls into the plastic shower curtain. 
Benjamin's body is on the other side, huge and hard and sickening. 


The laughter that spills from Benjamin's lips is a twisted rattle of cruelty and mockery that bounces 
against tiled walls like a sledgehammer. "That's much better," he taunted, his voice dripping with 
malice. 


Becca's heart hammers in her chest as she scrambles to put distance between herself and Benjamin. She 
tears back and hits the tiles, trapped in a confined, slippery space. She is captured like a cornered 
animal with nowhere to run. Being small in comparison doesn't help either. 


"Get out! I'm serious,” she pleads with a voice waving between fear and desperation. 


But Benjamin only smirks. "I can feel how serious you are," he sneers, his voice mocking her, "while 
you're naked and shaking your little tits at me. How is an innocent boy like me supposed to resist?" 


It's too dark to see, but Becca covers her breasts with her hands. It's useless, though. He can do worse 
than see them. He can touch them. He's almost close enough. All he has to do is step inside the tub—or 
drag her out. 


Becca's mind races with a thousand possibilities, each one more terrifying than the last. Scream, a part 
of her brain urges her, but she knows that would only bring everyone in the house to witness her shame. 
They would believe Benjamin's lies—that she had gotten naked to tempt him, that she threw herself at 


him, practically begged him to grope her, and she would be the one to suffer the consequences. Then 
they would send her away because it isn't working out for her, and she has nowhere else to go. 


The air crackles with tension, and then there is a click. With a soft rustle of fabric, Ben produces a 
lighter and holds it up. He smiles, looking demonic in the angled glow, nothing more than a twisted 
caricature of humanity illuminated by the flickering orange light. Meanwhile, Becca's naked body 
trembles in the harsh illumination, her youth laid bare for all to see. 


"You're the prettiest one," he growls, towering over her. "And just the right size." 


Survive, a voice whispers in the recesses of Becca's mind, a primal instinct urging her to cling to life 
with every fibre of her being. And she knows what she has to do. 


Ben comes toward her and she braces herself, her eyes tightly shut against the horrors unfolding before 
her. 


Waiting. Surviving. 


Suddenly, there is a deafening crash. She gasps as light floods into the bathroom from the hallway, 
casting a tall figure in stark shadow against the wall. With that resolute stance and a cocky smirk on her 
face, it can only be Jade. 


Benjamin falters, his eyes meeting Jade's cold green orbs. "What the fuck? You can't just barge in here 
and—" he splutters, his eyes wide with disbelief as he struggles to regain his composure. 


But Jade remains unruffled, her gaze cool. "I thought I heard something," she says calmly, almost as if 
she doesn't care what is happening here. As if she didn't just kick the door in and caught him in the act. 
"So I came inside to check." 


Benjamin bristles at her intrusion, his anger bubbling to the surface like a simmering volcano on the 
verge of eruption. "We're doing something... In private," he spits, his voice laced with venom. "So get 
the fuck out of here." 


Jade simply raises an eyebrow, but she doesn't look impressed. Ben's feeble attempts at intimidation 
don't have an effect on her. 


"Sorry," she says, not sounding sorry at all. "I need to use the bathroom. You know what it's like." 


Benjamin looks incredulous and torn about whether to stand his ground. His nervous gaze takes in 
Jade's tall form and her body—slim in comparison, but fit and undeniably strong. She also holds herself 
with a quiet confidence, as if she's been in lots of fights already. And won. 


"Let's go," Benjamin finally relents, his voice tinged with resignation as he turns back to Becca, whose 
hands are still covering her private parts, her eyes wide. Fear has frozen her in place. Her hands still 
cover her body, barely shielding her modesty. She doesn't think she could have moved from the spot 
even if she had wanted to. And she certainly doesn't want to. She is frozen in place by the suffocating 
weight of her terror. 


Benjamin's narrowed eyes pierce into hers, and Becca recognises the message inside them. He'll come 
for her again, she's sure of it. And next time, there would be no one to save her. 


With a muttered curse, Benjamin squeezes past Jade, his anger boiling just beneath the surface. But 
before he can disappear into the darkness of the hallway, Jade's voice comes unannounced. 


"One more thing,” she calls without turning. 


Benjamin glares at her back, filled with venom. "What, asshole?" he spats all of his malevolence in a 
single question. 


"If you touch her again, I'll kill you," Jade's eyes never leave Becca's the whole time. The words are 
spoken calmly, almost casually, as she delivers her final warning. 


A breath of relief escapes from Becca's open mouth. 


For a moment, Benjamin's eyes widen in disbelief. And then, without another word, he disappears 
down the hall, leaving Becca alone with her racing thoughts and the lingering threat of danger that 
hangs in the air like a toxic cloud. 


But her relief was short-lived, for as the door swings to and fro behind him, Jade remains. 


She waits for Jade to leave, but Jade doesn't. Instead, she takes a step forward, and shuts the door, 
which hangs off its hinge. Becca's heart hammers in her chest. Has she traded one predator for another? 
The question lingers in the air like a bitter taste in her mouth, and Becca can't shake the feeling that her 
ordeal is far from over. 


Jade picks up the towel that had fallen on the floor, and then she holds it out silently, like an unspoken 
offering. Her eyes are on Becca's, giving her privacy. Becca steps towards her and turns, letting her 
drape the thin fabric over her shoulders. 


"Does he do that often?" The question drifts from Jade's lips like a feather on the breeze, a mere 
whisper against Becca's temple. Close. Too close for what it is—a gentle inquiry laced with concern. 
She can feel her body warm against her back without even touching her. 


"He tries," Becca responds, her voice betraying a tremor of fear. "He's always trying to get me alone" 
"He won't anymore. If he bothers you again, tell me." 


Becca clutches the fabric tightly in her small fists, her knuckles whitening as she wraps it around her 
slender frame, seeking solace in its embrace. "Why would you do that?" 


"Because I want to." 


She faces Jade, knowing the towel won't cover her completely. Their eyes meet in a shared 
understanding. If she looks down, she would see her bare legs and the shadow between them. 


But Jade's gaze remains locked on hers. "Because you want me." 
y' 


"Yes," Becca knows that they're forging a pact in that moment, just like she'd imagined when she saw 
her out on the driveway. A silent agreement born of necessity and longing. Safety intertwined with the 
promise of affection. 


Jade's protection for Becca's body. With a sigh, Becca releases her grip on the towel. It slips from her 
fingers and falls to the floor at her feet. She's standing there naked, cold, and wet, sealing the 
agreement between them. She needs Jade's protection now more than ever. She doesn't want her to 
change her mind. 


Jade's gaze lingers on her, desire and compassion conflicting in her eyes. Then she gently shakes her 
head, dispelling the uncertainty that hangs between them. 


Becca's heart stutters with a tremor of fear coursing through her veins at the possibility of rejection. 
She's afraid Jade doesn't like what she sees. 


"Not like this," Jade says softly. "Finish your shower, kid. Then we'll talk." 


Chapter 3 


Becca emerges into the open air, finding Jade leaning against an old hallway wall, where time had 
chipped the paint away, leaving behind a mosaic of neglect and ruined memories. Jade straightens 
when she sees her, her dark gaze sweeping over Becca's spaghetti top and cutoffs. They don't cover 
much of her skin and she knows it. It's a deliberate choice. The cool breeze makes her nipples press 
against the thin fabric, hinting at the two small mounds beneath. Jade will be able to see the rest soon 
enough. 


Jade's the toughest, meanest girl around right now. She holds the power to hurt Becca if she chooses, or 
provide her with protection. And if Becca needs anything right now, it's the latter more than ever. 


"Becca," she says, offering her name even though Jade didn't ask. 


"I know. I'm Jade," comes the response after a pause. A smirk plays at the comers of her lips, hinting at 
amusement. 


Becca gives her a small smile, feeling shy. "I know." 


A gust of wind, filled with the scent of salt and decay, sweeps through the air, sending a chill under 
Becca's skin. But she doesn't flinch at the cold. She doesn't even think her skin gets goose bumps any 
longer. She has abundant experience hiding what she feels. She's a master at concealing her 
weaknesses. No one needs to know how badly she wants an extra blanket or more food. They don't 
need to know how much she wants a goddamn hug. 


Jade seems to notice anyway. With a practised shrug, she slips off her leather jacket and drapes it over 
Becca's shoulders. Her scent is somehow familiar to Becca, offering solace in its intimacy, and 
strangely, it soothes her. The warmth left from her body feels like a caress. 


Jade casts a fleeting glance towards the house, before she starts walking. "How long have you been 
here?" she inquires, her tone carrying a weight of understanding. 


"Long enough," Becca's reply tinges with a weariness born from years of foster care. 


Long enough to know what to expect from Benjamin and the other kids. Long enough to resign herself 
to the absence of support or affection from the foster parents. They're struggling to get by just as much 
as the kids they supposedly look after, hoping their monthly checks stretch a little farther than what 
they eat or break. 


A nod tells her Jade understands all of that. "Where do you hang out?" 


What Jade doesn't ask is just as telling as their conversation. She doesn't pry into Becca's past, doesn't 
probe the wounds left by a fractured life. She doesn't ask where did she come from? Why is she here? 
It's another sure sign Jade's been in the system for a while. 


Those are things the kids don't share. They're the unspoken rules of their world—a world where secrets 
are currency, and trust is a scarce commodity reserved for the few who have earned it. At least until 
they're close to someone. And Becca's never gotten close to anyone. It's because she knows the truth of 
this all too well. Her own history—a father behind bars and her mom... She doesn't like to think about 
her. These aren't the kind of stories she can share around the dinner table. 


She's just trying to survive. 


Struggling to match Jade's brisk pace, Becca hurries to keep up, her steps quickening even though she 
knows Jade's slowing down for her. 


"After school, some kids meet up at the diner or the park behind the school," she offers a tentative 
bridge spanning the gap between them. 


Jade slows her stride ever so slightly. With her hands shoved deep into the pockets of her jeans, she 
falls into step beside Becca. 


"But not you?" 


"No, not me," Becca replies, her cheeks flushing with an unwelcome surge of self-consciousness. She 
despises the way she feels like a child beside Jade. "I'm not that social." 


"Hmm," Jade's expression is tinged with scepticism. 


Becca's heart thumps like a warning sign, as if signalling the imminent threat of losing her. "Except 
with you, of course. I like you." 


Jade's lips quirk in a wry smile. "Uh-huh." 


Defiantly, Becca raises her chin, her resolve steeling against Jade's subtle mockery. She might be 
bullshitting in the general sense, but she doesn't like Jade calling her out on it. Besides, beneath the 
bravado, there's a seed of truth—she does actually like her. Despite her gruff exterior, there's something 
magnetic about her, something that draws Becca in despite her better judgement. 


"You don't believe me, do you?" 


A shrug reminds her just how much taller Jade is, or how much older. Besides her, Becca appears like a 
stumbling, scrawny preschooler, dwarfed in comparison. 


"You don't really know me, so I don't think you can like me or dislike me," Jade retorts with a hint of 
amusement. 


"Very philosophical," Becca quips back, matching Jade's wry tone with a hint of defiance. "Except I'm 
sure Benjamin dislikes you plenty." 


A derisive snort escapes Jade's lips. "I'll try not to wake the house when I cry myself to sleep over that." 


Something within Becca stirs her restless impulse to challenge, to provoke, to unearth the depths of 
Jade's resolve and find out exactly how far she'll go pursuing her. "You should be concerned. Benjamin 
isn't just another foster kid. He's their son." 


Jade's amusement flickers into something darker. "You worried about me, kid?" 


The word kid rushes over Becca with vague embarrassment that ignites a fresh wave of heat in her 
cheeks. "Maybe I am." 


A fleeting glimpse of concern darkens Jade's eyes. "I'm worried about you too. He shouldn't mess with 
you like that." 


"Hey," says Becca quietly. "You stopped him." 


Her fingertips trace a tentative path along Jade's forearm, marking the inception of their first voluntary 
touch. Her warmth radiates beneath Becca's fingers and her skin is softer than she would have thought, 
but the strength underneath is as real as her presence. Her body is a contradiction, and it appears her 
personality is too. 


Jade withdraws her hand from her pocket and takes hold of Becca's smaller one. "But what would 
happen when I'm not around?" 


A shiver ripples through Becca at the thought, like a rumbling of a distant thunder. That time could 
come any minute. Foster kids are constantly shuffled around, tossed like leaves in the wind, and 
subjects to the whims of fate. Benjamin might be convincing his parents to send Jade away right this 
minute. They only have this fleeting moment together. They only have now. 


Drawing a lighter from her pocket, Becca holds it up. "I'm not completely defenceless, you know. Next 
time, he won't catch me off guard." 


Jade raises an eyebrow. "Is that his?" 


A sly wink. "It's mine now." 


"Really?" There's a reluctant note of admiration in Jade's voice. "So you're the modern-day Oliver 
Twist?" 


A smirk plays at the corners of Becca's lips. "Looks like someone did her assigned reading this summer. 
I don't know about the gruel thing—it's disgusting—but I can certainly pick a pocket. That much I can 
do." 


What Becca doesn't confess, however, is that she can't help it most of the time. In moments of stress or 
fear, her fingers have a mind of their own, adept at relieving unsuspecting pockets of their burdens 
before she even realises what she's done. 


"Stealing, huh?" Jade muses, with a hint of intrigue in her voice, as they navigate the treacherous slope 
of white rocks that line the bay. Becca's grip tightens around Jade's arm so she doesn't fall. "I never 
thought a cute kid like you could be a thief." 


"Because I'm such a good girl?" Becca laughs, and the sound of her laughter echoes against the 
backdrop of crashing waves and seagulls’ cries. 


Jade stops, causing Becca to nearly slam into her. Time seems to freeze as Jade scrutinises her with a 
piercing intensity, her gaze stripping away the layers of Becca's carefully constructed mask, leaving her 
exposed and vulnerable beneath the scrutiny. It's a sensation Becca finds both thrilling and unnerving, 
like standing on the edge of a precipice, teetering on the brink of something unknown. 


"Yeah," Jade replies slowly, almost solemn. "Because you're such a good girl." 


A pang of shame grips Becca's chest, threatening to suffocate her beneath its oppressive truth. She 
offers Jade a coy smile in an attempt to dispel the tension, curling herself against the older girl like a 
kitten seeking warmth. "I'm not good. In fact, let me show you just how bad I can be." 


Rising up on her toes, she leans in, closing the distance between them, but still well below Jade's 
height. She's just short of touching her lips to Jade's, as if something keeps her from going the last inch. 
There's a hesitation, a flicker of uncertainty that holds her back, but before she can retreat, Jade takes 
control, bridging the gap between them with a brush of her lips against Becca's. It's a kiss both tender 
and possessive, igniting a firework of sensations within Becca's chest. 


Every inch of Becca's body seems to come alive from the simple touch of Jade's lips against hers. She 
aches in places she has barely felt before, needing things she can't quite name. 


She's been felt up before. She's even had sex. 
But she's never been kissed. 


She's never been kissed like this. She's never been kissed like she matters. Like she's something more 
than someone's fleeting distraction. 


For the first time in her life, she feels cherished. This is the first time she feels loved. 


Then Jade pulls away, breaking the kiss. Her expression is almost dazed, tinged with wonder. 


Slowly, her eyes finds Becca and hold her in a mesmerising embrace. But even then, as their lips part, 
she doesn't let go of her. She holds her against her chest, her fingers tangled in Becca's messy pigtail. 
It's as if she doesn't want this moment to end. 


And neither does Becca. She feels drowning in that dark gaze, sinking deeper into its brooding 
intensity. Her body is flush against Jade's, melding with her in a seamless embrace. Her hands hold her 
tightly as if fearing for her life. With every beat of her heart, she feels them becoming one, intertwined 
in a bond that nothing can split apart, even if only for a fleeting moment. 


Jade's smile is slow and resolute. "Damn, kid. I could get addicted to you." 


But Becca knows it's too late for her. She's already addicted to Jade. To her taste, to her touch. To her 
very essence, and the way she treats her. She never wants this to end. 


But Jade ends it. She pulls back, allowing the cool air to rush between them. 
"What's wrong?" Becca's voice is a whisper laced with concern. 
A shadow crosses Jade's eyes as she tucks a strand of Becca's hair behind her ear. 


"Nothing. Nothing at all." 


Chapter 4 


For three weeks straight, their afternoons morph into a sanctuary of stolen moments, a clandestine 
haven where words dance with kisses, but nothing ventures beyond that tantalising boundary. 


Hours melt away in fevered embraces. They kiss for hours, until they're both breathless, until their lips 
are raw and bruised. Sometimes Becca snuggles herself against Jade, surrendering to the warmth of her 
body that consumes her like melting candle wax, like snow... until the last rays of sun dip below the 
horizon and leave them alone in the silent expanse of their room and the empty darkness of their lives. 


There's a part of Becca that savours these stolen heartbeats, grateful for the fleeting moments of bliss 
even if they will only end in their eventual devastation. Happiness is rare enough around here not to 
take it for granted, even when it arrives in a worn, black leather jacket. 


Yet, another part of her recoils at the looming dread of an inevitable end. They have no control over 
their lives. Their fates hang precariously by a thread. Jade could be taken from her at any moment. 
Becca has survived years alone, but the mere thought of losing Jade and facing the future alone, gnaws 
at her soul like corrosive acid, stripping away the layers of her resilience, until she is left shattered. 


But that's not all. Even darker shadows lurk in the periphery, threatening to unravel the fragile 
sanctuary of their world. She knows Benjamin is always somewhere in the background, scheming and 
waiting for his chance. 


And then there are the whispers, the insidious rumours that coil around them like tendrils of smoke, 
suffocating their tenuous peace. The rumours about Jade and what Sammy had said are apparently true. 
It becomes obvious when even the boldest bullies give Jade a wide berth. 


If you touch her again, I'll kill you. 


One languid afternoon, Becca can't ignore it anymore. She rests her chin on Jade's chest, fingers 
playing lazily with the fringes of raven hair that fall over her cheek. 


"Is it true?" 
Jade's gaze darkens. "Is what true?" 


"What they say about you," she doesn't need to spell it out, but says it anyway. "That you killed a kid at 
your last school." 


Jade's eyes get even darker. "People talk too much." 
"So, it's true," Becca's heart slams against her chest. 


A shrug ripples across Jade's shoulders, a subtle shift that brings Becca closer to her. Jade cradles her, 
almost protectively, as if she were a little girl, enfolded in an embrace that belies the gravity of their 
conversation. They're nestled in the attic, hidden away from prying eyes. Yet this small detail makes 
Becca feel safe—the exact opposite of how she should feel with what Jade's just implied. 


Something in the back of her mind tells her she should feel scared. She knows there should be fear 
simmering beneath the surface because she doesn't know what Jade's capable of or why. The jagged 
edges of her past cast long shadows over their blossoming love. But for now she seems to like her. And 
for now, that's enough for her to feel safe. 


"Is Jade even your real name?" Becca asks in a feeble attempt to pierce the veil of Jade's mystery. 
A flicker of amusement dances across Jade's face. "Really?" 


Becca likes this lighter side of her, the one that isn't so serious and moody. The one untethered from the 
weight of her past. She can tell there's more to Jade than malicious rumours about her, and there is 
certainly more to her than being unpredictable and dangerous. She recognises glimmers of humanity 
amidst the darkness that threatens to consume them both. It makes her seek the depths of Jade's being, 
to unravel the secrets of her soul, to discover the truths that lie dormant beneath the surface. 


"I just want to know something about you," Becca confesses after a while. "Something special... 
Something real that nobody knows." 


"Then tell me something real about you, kid," Jade's demands. 


"Okay," Becca hesitates. "My mother..." her voice falters as her own past presses down on her. "My 
mom killed herself." 


Surprise and a fleeting glimpse of empathy, buried beneath layers of guarded detachment, registers in 
Jade's eyes. "That's heavy." 


"Yeah, well, it's real," Becca averts her gaze. So much for keeping things light, she thinks to herself 
after the weight of her revelation lands like a tone of bricks on her shoulders. "Now you tell me 
something." 


"Vienna," she mutters. 
Becca's gaze snaps back to her. "What?" 
"My name is Vienna Jade." 


Becca can't help it. She laughs. It's dangerous to laugh at a girl like her, one who's killed, one who 
admits it without even looking guilty. But Jade's lips twitch, and a ghost of a smile appears at the 
corners of her mouth. 


"Can I call you that?" Becca teases her. 
Jade tries to look stern. "Not if you want me to answer." 


It's a precious gift, a little piece of her, this glimpse into Jade's hidden world. Becca relishes in finally 
knowing her secret, however silly and insignificant it is. She nuzzles against her chest until Jade lifts 
her chin and looks at her. Her eyes are serious. 


"T'm sorry about your mom." 
Becca swallows hard. "Thanks." 


Jade leans forward, and their lips meet in a tender caress. It feels like a moment suspended in time 
because Becca doesn't move. She doesn't let Jade inside. She's happy to stay like this for the rest of her 
life, lips against lips, breath mingling. Becca savours the sensation. The warmth of Jade's lips against 
her own feels like the warmest cover in the dead of winter. 


When Jade pulls away, Becca touches her forehead to hers. 

"Why did you do it?" she whispers. 

This time, Jade doesn't make her spell it out. "Because he called me Vienna," she says with a sly smirk 
on her face. 


It's wrong, but Becca laughs. She is the only girl who makes her laugh. "For real, though," she presses. 


Jade's smirk falters, and her expression gets hard. "It's real simple. The people outside—the judge and 
the jury. They don't know what it's like for us. It's kill or be killed, and fuck it if I'm going to let anyone 
touch me." 


Becca's breath catches in her throat. She wishes she had that kind of conviction. She wishes she had 
that kind of strength that pulses within Jade, the unwavering conviction that propels her forward despite 
the odds stacked against her. 


"Why aren't you in jail?" 


Jade's shrug is dismissive. "I'm a minor, and there were mitigating circumstances," she explains, the 
words dripping with bitterness. "That's what they call it—mitigating circumstances." 


"Oh," Becca says, not really understanding. It's all legal bullshit to her. 


"They'd been kicking me around, and it was all documented by the caseworker. So it got labelled self- 
defence. I just have to keep my nose clean for two years until I'm eighteen. Then I can get out of this 
shithole town. And I'm never coming back." 


Becca looks down, her fingers tracing aimless patterns on the rough fabric of Jade's shirt, feeling her 
steady heartbeat underneath. She wants to get out of this shithole town, too. Of course, she does. 


"Do you think I could hurt you?" Jade asks softly. 
Becca swallows past the lump in her throat. "No, I don't." 


A wicked smile curves Jade's lips, like a harbinger of the danger that lies beneath. "Then you don't 
really know me." 


The truth is that Becca doesn't know her that well. Their relationship is a maze of half-truths and 
intrigue, a sly dance on the edge of duplicity. She probes, relentless in her pursuit. She asks a lot of 
questions about her—about her childhood and her foster homes, and memories she's unwilling to share. 


Yet, amidst the unanswered questions that hang in the air like blinding fog, there are fragments of 
familiarity. Becca learns about the simple pleasures that occupy Jade's world, about her favourite 
movies and what kind of ice cream she likes. Strawberry and chocolate. 


Jade doesn't talk much about herself. She guards her secrets with the same ferocity with which she 
protects Becca, a paradox of tenderness and untamed power. 


"No," she says, stronger now. "You'd never hurt me." 
"I could if I wanted to," Jade's words dance on the razor's edge between threat and tease. 


She's just teasing her. Testing her. That's what Becca tells herself. Or maybe she's just punishing her for 
asking her so bluntly about the rumours. "I don't believe you," her defiance comes as a mantra against 
the rising tide of uncertainty. 


"No?" Jade studies her lazily, with a slow sweep that dissects Becca's defences with ruthless precision. 
"You have no idea what goes on in my head at night. The things I dream about doing to you." 


Becca's breath catches in her throat. "Like what?" 


The look in Jade's eyes seems to strip Becca—past her clothes and her bare skin, down to the core of 
her being, where she's both frightened and excited by her words. 


"Like locking you up here, inside, with me. Like taking your clothes off so I could do anything I want 
to you." 


Fear and longing mingle in the depths of Becca's eyes. Her faces is flushing. Nobody has ever said 
anything like that to her. Jade's strong and violent—she doesn't even hide that, while Becca's just a kid 
compared to her, barely reaching to her shoulders, like a raindrop beside a waterfall. 


"What makes you think I would let you?" 


Jade smirks. Her eyes look like they're glowing from the inside out. It's a light she must have hidden 
from Becca all this time—along with her dark desires. Her voice is barely a whisper. 


"What makes you think you could stop me?" 


Fear clenches Becca's chest, and she scrambles away on her hands and knees, half expecting Jade to 
swoop on her from the shadows. But Jade lets her go, and Becca eventually scoots a few feet back. 


She's afraid. She doesn't know what goes through Jade's head, but she knows that if she really thought 
Jade'd hurt her, she'd be running. Instead, she crouches on the dusty floorboards and hugs her bare 
knees. 


"You... you're just saying that to scare me,” she says, accusation tinting her voice. 
Jade sits up too, much more leisurely. "Maybe I am. Doesn't mean I'm lying." 


No, Becca has the uncomfortable feeling it's not a lie. Except Jade hasn't done those sick things to her. 
Yet. 


"Why haven't you touched me?" 
Jade's hot gaze sweeps over her. "I've touched you, though. Haven't I?" 


"Not under my clothes. And you definitely haven't—" Embarrassment and something else rises in 
Becca's throat. Jade has touched her, yes. But she hasn't felt her up and abused her like Benjamin did. 
She hasn't locked her in like a trapped animal. She hasn't done anything to her at all. "You haven't taken 
my clothes off or any perverted shit." 


Becca's eyes are filled with confusion or accusation, Jade can't tell, so she smiles, ducks her head, 
looking almost shy and girlish at the word perverted. 


"Because you're thirteen. You aren't ready for that, kid." 


"What do you care?" Becca can't help the bitterness that seeps into her voice, a venomous cocktail born 
of teenage angst and fractured dreams. "I'm just some random girl at some random foster house. Any 
one of us could get moved tomorrow, and we'd never see each other again." 


Jade's expression grows serious. "Is that what you're worried about?" 


There's a dollhouse up here in the attic—old, dusty, and cracked from disuse. Becca's fingertips dance 
like shadows, tracing forgotten memories in its broken contours. Now a relic of faded innocence, only 
dust motes swirl in its stagnant air. Becca pays no heed to any of that. 


"We're like the dolls in this house," she sighs. "They move us around wherever they want, like we don't 
matter." 


"You're right," Jade says softly. "They don't care about us. They don't understand. But I care. I care 
about you more than I should." 


The painful honesty of Jade's confession settles like a stone in the pit of Becca's stomach. It is a secret 
to be buried deep, a treasure to be guarded and kept hidden forever. No matter where she goes after 
this, no matter how far away she is from her, she'll always remember her words. 


"Me too," she whispers, and her voice becomes a fragile thread between them. 


Jade's touch is gentle, a fleeting caress that ignites a spark in the darkness. With two fingers beneath 
Becca's chin, she tilts her face upwards. Her eyes are hungry, but her words are calm. 


"And I'm waiting," she breathes against Becca's neck, "because I'd rather not have you at all than hurt 


you. 
"T thought you wanted to hurt me." 

"Only if you want it." 

Becca has to laugh. "You're crazy if you think I'd ever want that." 


Jade's response to Becca's denial is as enigmatic as the cobwebs that flutter around them in the attic. 
She isn't going to demand sex from her, isn't going to take advantage of her either. Instead, she lingers 
in the silence, content to talk to her, to kiss her, and something eases inside her at the sudden revelation. 


She loves her. 


A moment passes like a heartbeat suspended in the ether. She inches closer to Jade, drawn by her 
warmth, and by the irresistible pull of her presence. With a gentle embrace, Jade enfolds her in the 
circle of her arms, their bodies melding together in a fusion of heat and desire. Her touches are a 
symphony of contradictions—careful yet possessive touches, heated but suffused with an undercurrent 
of longing. And this one... this one feels achingly tender. 


From their vantage point in the cramped attic, they gaze out through the grime-streaked window and 
see the city stretch out in the distance. The high-rises stand cold and petrified against the night sky, 
with lights blinking on and off like distant stars. People inside them might be ants living in little glass 
boxes. 


But beneath the glittering facade lies a truth they dare not ignore. The city is a playground for the rich 
and powerful, a labyrinth of ambition and desire where the weak are trampled beneath the feet of their 
oppressors, and it's kids like them who are but ants scurrying across the cracked pavement, their 
existence nothing but a brittle eggshell in the pathway of transient life. 


"He wasn't a kid," Jade's voice rings out in the darkness, and it takes Becca a few seconds to realise 
what she's talking about. 


The rumours. That she killed a kid at her last foster home. 


Becca's hands clench into small balled fists at her sides in defiance of Jade's inscrutable silence. If Jade 
couldn't intimidate her before, she certainly won't now. A surge of realisation floods Becca's senses—a 
dawning understanding of Jade's motives, of the unspoken desire to erect walls between them before 
the truth comes out. 


But Becca remains steadfast, rooted in her resolve to stand by Jade's side. She isn't going anywhere. 


"Who was it?" her question trembles in the void between them. She possesses enough courage, though, 
to remain, to weather whatever truth may be, but not enough to hide how scared this makes her. She's 
been around violence all her life, the kind that bruises, the kind that breaks, but not the kind that kills. 


Jade's quiet for a long moment. 


"Same old story," she finally says. "Dad liked to spend his night at the bottom of a bottle. And when he 
stumbled home, he'd unleash his fury on mom." 


The words hang between them like a grim list of horrors that lurk behind closed doors. They'd been 
kicking her around, and it was all documented by the caseworker. The rumours whispered were all true, 
it wasn't some kid everyone had been talking about then. 


Becca's heart lurches in her chest. It's a tale she's heard countless times before within the halls of foster 
homes—a cycle of abuse that knows no end. 


"T'm sorry,” a breath of compassion leaves her lips. 


Jade nods as if accepting her sympathy—or maybe accepting the inevitability of what happened. "One 
day he went too far. Started hitting her and wouldn't stop. By then I was big enough to put up a fight, 
but she... she didn't want me to. By the time I found the courage to act, it was too late." 


"God, I'm so sorry," Becca's words hang heavy in the stale air of the attic. 


"He came after me next," Jade's voice is a ghostly echo from a past she can never escape. "I don't think 
he even knew what he was doing then. He was stumbling drunk, and I saw my mother lying in the pool 
of blood on the floor and lost it. I killed him that night." 


Becca's breath catches in her throat. It wasn't Jade's fault. He deserved it. 


But the cold look in Jade's eyes freezes Becca to the core. Even when Jade threatened Benjamin, she 
didn't seem as ruthless as she does now. 


"They called it self-defence," she says. "But it wasn't. I had options to defend myself without killing 
him. I could have run away—he wouldn't have caught me. But I wanted him to die." 


Becca's heart aches at the admission. "I'm not surprised." 


"I'm not sorry," Jade's defiance comes unannounced, a reminder of the fractured innocence that lies at 
the heart of her existence. In that moment, she is not the confident bad girl, but a scared child thrust 
into a world of violence and despair. "It doesn't matter now," she says, but Becca knows it's a lie. It 
matters more than anything. 


Jade's laughter cuts through the silence like a knife—a cold, heartless sound. And just like that, the 
veneer is back in place, smooth and strong, a mask to hide the scars that cut her soul. 


"When any of the kids in this house get into a fight, nobody gives a shit. It's like pit bulls fighting in a 
cage. It's almost the point." 


Becca shifts, uncomfortable with the analogy. It strikes her as a little too accurate. 


"And me?" Jade continues. "They don't trust me. Not with the number of stab wounds I left on my 
father's body. But they had to let me go, because they couldn't risk the scandal if it came out. That the 
decorated war hero was kicking around his family every night." 


"How old were you?" 
"Fourteen," she mumbles. 
"God, Jade." 


"If I get into a fight again, they'll wonder if I'm going to kill someone. More fucking scandal. The crazy 
thing is sometimes I want to kill someone. Like when Benjamin was fucking with you." 


Becca swallows hard. She can't blame her for wanting Benjamin hurt. Even she wants that. But not 
dead. Maybe Becca should want him dead, and maybe that makes her weak. 


"You seem so...guarded," she says, unsure of the right word to describe Jade's state of mind. 


Jade laughs. "I have to be. One fucking strike and I'm out. They aren't going to let the self-defence 
thing repeat itself. The court-appointed lawyer made that clear. He thought he was doing me a favour 
by letting me know what would happen." 


Becca swallows. "Even if you need to defend yourself?" 


"Even then." 


Chapter 5 


One strike and I'm out. 


Jade's words linger like a curse, weaving their insidious tendrils like a horrible merry-go-round of 
dread that follows Becca into her dreams. Nightmares become her companions, in which she sees a 


body bleeding from a hundred stab wounds, yet still standing and going after a younger version of Jade. 
The attacker's face is obscured, a blur of indistinct features that morph and shift like smoke. And then, 
in a cruel twist of fate, the face resolves into Benjamin's, twisted with malice, his eyes gleaming with 
murder. But now, he's not coming for Jade anymore. He's coming after her. 


Becca jolts awake, her body bathed in a sheen of cold sweat and heart slamming itself against her 
ribcage. Moonlight filters through the warped, cracked blinds, casting twisted shadows inside the 
barren bedroom. Across the floor, the bed lies empty. 


Where's Sammy? 


Sharing a bedroom is perhaps the only reason Benjamin has left her alone this long. Not that Sammy 
could really fight him off—or that she would do that for her. Her loyalty extends only as far as her own 
self-preservation. But Benjamin doesn't know that. There's strength in numbers. And now, Becca is 
alone. 


A faint squeak echoes through the silence—a sound that sends Becca's pulse racing. Her mind is awash 
with fear. She retreats to the safety of her bed, pulling the threadbare sheet up to her chin, but it doesn't 
cover much at all. Her legs are bare and there's no other blanket, and no fitted sheet on the mattress. 


"Sammy?" 


The door creaks open, drawing a thick black shadow down the wall. Becca's breath catches in her 
throat, her heart pounding in her ears. She doesn't dare to look—doesn't dare to confront the visitor that 
stands beyond the threshold. She wants this to be a dream—another nightmare that will end when the 
sun comes up. 


"Jade?" she whispers. 


Someone slithers into the room—a shape that devours all the feeble moonlight falling through the 
window blinds. Becca knows instinctively that it's neither Sammy nor Jade. Her heart sinks. No, no, 
no... 


"Sammy left an hour ago," Benjamin's voice undulates through the silence like a serpent's hiss. "Some 
party or other." 


"What are you doing here?" Becca's bravado deserts her, leaving her stripped bare, trembling like a 
frightened child she is.. 


"And your new girlfriend? She went with her." 


Becca's world grinds to a halt. Somehow, she knows there's no one to blame but herself. She doesn't 
like parties, doesn't like hanging out with other kids, but the thought of Jade abandoning her for the lure 
of a party is more agonising than anything Benjamin could inflict upon her. She can endure whatever 
happens to her body, but she can't survive what Jade does to her heart. If Jade chooses to revel in the 
arms of another, it will break her beyond repair. There will be no reason to continue, no solace to be 
found. And then she remembers... Jade never made her any promises. 


But there's no time to dwell on whose fault it is, because Benjamin is advancing on her. 


Becca's hand fumbles blindly in the darkness, searching for something—anything—that might offer a 
semblance of protection. Her fingers brush against the cool surface of a small, solid object—a shard of 
steel, dull and unyielding. It's not much, but it's all she has. 


Clutching it like a lifeline, she braces herself for the inevitable onslaught, her heart pounding in her 
chest like a caged animal yearning for freedom. In moments of fear, her instinct always takes hold—an 
urge to steal, to take. To find solace in the possessions of others, because God knows she doesn't have 
anything of her own. In a world devoid of compassion, her only comfort is found in the snatched 
remnants of another's existence. 


Benjamin's lighter won't save her now, though. 
He crosses the small bedroom in a matter of seconds and then flips her over with an ease of a giant. 


"Don't worry about her," Benjamin growls. "She's an asshole for leaving you alone. But I'm here now. 
I'll take care of you." 


Becca fights with all her strength she can find in her frail body, but she's flailing uselessly against his 
hold on her neck. It's like some cruel parody of what Jade once wanted to do. Like locking her inside 
the room and taking her clothes off. Only this time it isn't some romantic fantasy between two girls; it's 
real and it's Benjamin who is assaulting her. 


Becca doesn't know what Jade meant, why she'd ever want to be hurt. But she knows there is 
something else there, something different. With Jade, it would have been different. Not like this—this 
fight for survival. 


Survive, her mind whispers, and she knows what she has to do. 
"Hold still!" 


The irate shout into Becca's ear is hot and faintly wet. She closes her eyes. Tears squeeze down her 
cheeks. She's lying face down on the bed, inhaling the dank scent of the bare mattress. There are 
ancient stains on it she doesn't want to contemplate. 


She can't help but whimper, the way she used to when she was a small child and had no understanding 
of what was happening around her. She clamps her mouth tight and tastes blood. 


"Do you like that?" comes the breathless voice from behind her. "I bet your girlfriend can't do it like 
that." 


Becca's body convulses with pain. With every ounce of strength she can muster, she fights back— 
writhing and twisting, evading Benjamin's hands as they grope and grasp at her flesh. She knows she 
must endure. She must survive. 


"Becca?" The voice comes from outside the bedroom like a beacon of hope—familiar and beloved, a 
lifeline when everything else seems lost. 


No! She screams inside her mind. She can't let her see her like this—can't let Jade bear witness to her 
shame and humiliation. But her voice fails her, reduced to a mere croak in the grip of fear and 
desperation. 


The door swings open. Becca's heart seizes in her chest as she catches a fleeting glimpse of the surprise 
in Jade's eyes. 


And the rage. 


In a blur of motion, Jade is flying across the room. She is a whirlwind of fury and retribution. There's 
no giant any more groping Becca's body, no more hands holding her down. The room becomes a 
battlefield, a theatre of violence where only the strong survive. Flesh collides with flesh, and the only 
sound is the grunt of animals locked in battle. 


Becca knows what's at stake—a fight to the death, with no quarter given and no mercy shown. 


The crazy thing is, sometimes she wants to kill someone. To hold a knife in her small fist and plunge it 
deep inside a warm body, see it quiver and shake as it takes the final breath. Then there would be no 
more Benjamins touching her, forcing her over the filthy mattress and crushing her beneath their 
weight. 


If only she was bigger, stronger... Not this scrawny little kid who can barely reach the coat hanger 
while standing on her toes. 


But Jade is not like her—she is a warrior, a guardian angel forged in the fires of adversity. She will not 
allow Benjamin to walk away unscathed—not this time. 


And then they'll lock Jade up. 


Becca knows the truth—the grim reality that lurks beneath the surface. Benjamin is not just another 
faceless assailant. He is the son of their foster parents—the golden boy with the world at his feet. He 
has attorneys, allies, and influence. He has people who give a shit. No one will stand up for Jade when 
the dust settles. In the eyes of the world, she will be nothing more than a killer, a creature to be locked 
away and forgotten. 


"Jade!" Becca screams, finding her voice. "Stop!" 


And no one will believe her when she tells them how it happened. Becca knows this with a bone-deep 
certainty that comes of being a girl in a system that has never listened to a word she's said. So why 
would it start now? 


The sickening sound of violence, of fists against flesh, of bones crunching, makes her stomach turn 
over. "Please stop,” she cries, repeating the words over and over like a desperate mantra that falls upon 
deaf ears. Jade is too far gone to hear her—or to care. 


Benjamin means nothing to Becca—his fate is of no consequence to her. But she cannot stand idly by 
and watch as Jade succumbs to the rage that threatens to consume her. She can't let Jade kill him. She 
must find a way to save her from herself. 


Moonlight filters through the broken blinds, glinting off the silver lighter in the palm of her hand. 
Benjamin's lighter. It is a feeble weapon, its edges dulled by time and neglect. But perhaps, just 
perhaps, it can save them this time. 


No, that's crazy. 


And then Benjamin isn't moving anymore. Becca doesn't know if he's dead or just unconscious—but 
Jade isn't stopping. She's still beating his bloodied body like he's a punching bag. 


The only way out is total insanity. Becca flicks the lighter and a bright orange flame lights the room. 


She holds the fire to her thin bedsheet and lets it burn. 


Chapter 6 


Red and blue lights flicker off the dirty windows. Becca shivers despite the thick blanket wrapped 
around her shoulders, its frayed edges offering scant protection against the terror that permeates her 
being. She longs for the familiar embrace of Jade's leather jacket, but it's in the house, maybe even 
burned and smouldering amidst the ashes. Jade is wearing a grey hoodie that is stained—probably with 
blood. She leans against one of the patrol cars while a cop takes her statement. 


No handcuffs bind Jade's wrists. Not yet, at least. But Becca knows the illusion of freedom can vanish 
in a heartbeat. 


The fire still rages in the house. Cops, firefighters, paramedics—everyone is distracted and scrambling 
by a frenzied spectacle. Shock hangs heavy in the air like a toxic fog. They all know that Jade and 
Benjamin were fighting, raining blow after blow until they finally pulled her off his limp and bloodied 
body just to drag them all out of the burning building. Physically stopping Jade was more effective than 
Becca's cries could ever be. 


The cop talking to Jade nods briskly before moving towards the smouldering house to speak to another 
officer. 


Jade stands still for a moment, before heading purposefully to where Becca huddles on the sidewalk. 
"Are you okay?" she asks. 


"Yeah," Becca mutters, knowing there will be bruises from where Benjamin pinned her down, but 
grateful he didn't finish what he started. Her own injuries, however, pale in comparison to the fear 
gnawing at her gut. She's worried about what will happen to Jade once all the statements have been 
taken. As soon as they piece together what really happened, as soon as Benjamin points the finger at 
Jade and at her, they could be thrown in jail. And Becca fears Jade won't go down without a fight. 


Jade nods, her obsidian eyes fathomless pools of scarcely constrained rage. "They think Benjamin 
started the fire." 


"Yeah," Becca's throat tightens as the words fight their way past her lips. "He was always messing 
around with the lighter." 


"Is that why you did it?" Jade asks, her voice low, nearly drowning beneath the bustle unfolding across 
the street. "To frame him?" 


"I don't know," Becca whispers. She's been in dangerous situations before. The foster homes in this 
godforsaken town trade in brutality, not promises. She's learned a hard lesson to trust her instincts. 
They've kept her alive and relatively safe so far. 


"But you do know." Jade pins her with her dark glare. "Tell me. Please." 


Becca's hands curl into fists. "I thought you killed him. He wasn't moving. I figured... they'd assume he 
started the fire. And you'd look like a hero for stopping him," Her gaze drifts as fresh tears blur her 
vision. "You are a hero for stopping him." 


But they both know the truth. Benjamin wasn't setting a fire. He was doing something much worse. 
Something far more personal. More violating. 


"He was going to rape you," Jade's words are like steel, her expression unforgiving. "He deserves to die 
for that. I wish I'd killed him." 


Becca's eyes follow the ambulance. "Are they sure he'll live?" 
"Unfortunately." A single word that should have brought relief, yet rings with regret. 


It's not that Becca doesn't understand what Jade meant before, how she could wish someone dead. 
Becca wishes Benjamin were dead instead of lying battered in that ambulance. Whatever story he spins 
later, it won't be the truth, but it will definitely point the finger at Jade. 


One strike and I'm out. 


Becca feels the icy tendrils of dread constrict her chest. If only Benjamin's wretched existence had been 
extinguished alongside the smouldering ruins. Things could have been so much simpler then. 


"Will you get in trouble?" The question emerges hushed, scarcely more than a breath against the 
residue of charred smoke. 


Jade shrugs, but her eyes smoulder with an unsettling intensity. "I doubt it. Not right away. But as soon 
as I have another go at him, I'll finish the goddamn job. Then the asshole guardians of public order will 
really get nervous." 


Becca's stomach plummets. "What?" 
"You didn't think I'd let this go, did you?" Jade's tone dissolves what little composure Becca clung to. 


"How can you not?" A plaintive whisper hangs on her lips. "It's over, Jade." 


"It's over when that soulless sack of filth is planted six feet beneath the fucking ground for daring to lay 
his hands on you." 


"You have to leave him alone. Please!" Becca's voice splinters under the weight of her desperation. 
"Let it go...for me." 


Yet even as she spoke, insidious strands of doubt slithered through her mind. Does Jade's professed 
affection extend beyond her own self-interest? Or is Becca just another plaything in her game, like she 
is to Benjamin? Maybe that's all she's ever been to her. 


Jade's expression is incredulous. "How can you even ask me that? I promised to keep you safe." 
A promise? 
If you touch her again, I'll kill you. 


"How can that be more important than...than us?" Becca's not above begging. Not when Jade's freedom 
and her very life balance on a razor's edge. "Who cares what you told him? I don't want to lose you. 
Not now. Not ever!" 


Jade's eyes widen in surprise, followed by a dismissive shake of her head. "Is that what you think this is 
about? I don't give a solitary fuck what that depraved asshole thinks," her words emerge in a low rasp 
that rejected all negotiation. "I made a promise to protect you from him. That's the entire reason you 
wanted me around in the first place. It's what this has been about since day one." 


Becca's lips compressed into a taut line. Perhaps that was how it started, but it's not how it ended. Jade 
means so much more to her than that. She'd rather get hurt than see Jade taken away. She cares about 
her more than she cares about herself. That's what this is about now. 


"Please..." the broken whisper slips past Becca's quivering lips as overdue tears finally spill down her 
cheeks. 


Jade's hands cup Becca's face with an aching reverence as she presses their foreheads together. "I made 
a promise to myself," her voice is but a breeze in Becca's ear. "My mother died because I failed to 
protect her. I won't make the same mistake twice." 


And that's the problem with finding the toughest, meanest kid around to protect her. In her desperation 
to protect herself, Becca had found shelter in the deadliest of storms. Jade doesn't back down, not for 
anything. Not even for the girl who loves her. 


As Becca peers into the cool depths of Jade's eyes, she realises that the fire didn't burn everything 
down. The embers are still smouldering in them, waiting to scorch the earth. And in her soul, Becca 
recognises the inevitable outcome—this won't end until Benjamin is dead and Jade turns up in prison 
for life. Or maybe worse. Maybe dead. 


It's the worst thing, the one thing Becca can't survive, and she'll do anything, embrace any depravity, to 
save Jade from her own self-destructive devotion. 


Even hurt her. 


Chapter 7 


"This is very important, Becca. Mrs. Hamilton has the pictures of your bruises. We need to know who 
hurt you." 


Becca refuses to look up, to meet the judge's sympathetic gaze. Her voice is barely a whisper. "I told 
her." 


"We have Mrs. Hamilton's statement, but I need to hear it directly from you," he presses gently. 


A long, unbroken silence stretches before Becca finally looks up, her eyes reflecting the futility she 
feels in the kind face of a judge. He feels sorry for her. It's so obvious. Everyone is so very sorry for her 
plight. They just can't help her. Isn't that what Jade told her? That they don't understand what it's like in 
the system. Their feigned concern is merely masking systematic apathy by shoving them around like 
dolls in cardboard houses. 


Becca's fingers grasp around the chair's wooden handles, already slick from her palms. "What will 
happen to Jade?" 


The judge looks tired. Weariness is etched deep on his face. "That depends on a number of factors." 
"Like what?" 
He seems reluctant to elaborate. She can see that much. "It depends on whether there is a trial or not." 


Of course—this isn't a trial, merely a perfunctory hearing to determine if she would remain in that 
chamber of horrors or be moved yet again. Jade likely has a hearing just like this one. Yet Benjamin 
would face no such scrutiny, because he's not a foster kid. He's an actual child, rather than detritus 
discharged into the foster obliteration. 


"There won't be any trial," Becca's statement rejects all arguments. She may be young, but she knows 
that much. She is nothing but a driftwood in a sea of indifference. She's just a stupid little girl from the 
wrong side of the tracks. A little girl whose daddy ended up in jail and whose mother took too many 
pills and never woke up. 


Little girls like her, they don't get trials. 


The judge's veneer cracks ever so slightly as he shuffles through the papers before him. He clearly 
doesn't want to tell her the stark reality they both understand is inevitable, but he doesn't want to lie 
either. 


When he finally meets her eyes, his voice is severe. "Becca, we need to know who hurt you." 
"It was Jade," a whisper slips past her lips. "Vienna Jade." 


If she implicates Benjamin, the system would demand her removal from the foster home. And Jade as 
well. But they won't be able to prosecute Benjamin. He won't go to jail. He won't be punished in any 
way—except by Jade's fury when she finally gets hold of him. 


She'll go back and finish the job. Becca shudders inwardly at the memory of the struggle required to 
pull Jade from Benjamin's bloodied body. Only the desperate intervention of the elder foster sons and 
Benjamin's drunk-ass dad had prevented her from exacting a more permanent resolution. And Becca's 
grateful. They're the only reason Jade isn't standing trial for murder. 


It doesn't matter that she's a minor. The system would never grant mercy to such unrepentant ferocity 
for the second time. Jade's success would be her undoing because she will finish the job if she's given a 
chance. She'll get herself in prison. Becca knows it. 


Unless... unless Becca says it was Jade. If she says Jade hurt her, then she won't go to prison—not as a 
minor, not for getting a little rough with a kid like her. Oh, but they'll definitely send her away from this 
foster home, away from Benjamin. Far away from this shithole town, exactly where she wants to go. 


And she won't be able to come back. 


She won't want to come back, once she hears what Becca's done. 


Chapter 8 


"Nothing's going to happen to her," Sammy's words hang heavy in the air. "I mean, that kid last year 
was caught on tape and they still didn't prosecute." 


Becca doesn't answer. Of course, they aren't going to prosecute her, not because some little orphaned 
girl got hurt. They're just pit bulls fighting in a cage. Like Jade said, that's almost the whole point. 


But they'll definitely send Jade away, and Becca wants nothing more than that. 


Jade is safe now—safe from herself and the chaos that had consumed their lives. Becca should be 
relieved, if not happy about that, even though she's still here with Benjamin and Sammy. 


And yet, as she sits here amidst the suffocating embrace of her new reality, she can't shake the lingering 
sense of emptiness—a void that cannot be filled without Jade by her side. She misses her already—the 
warmth of her touch, the fire in her eyes. The bliss that she felt with Jade is gone now. It is nothing but 
a distant memory—a flickering flame extinguished by the chill of the unforgiving world in which they 
fight for survival. 


Trying as hard as she can, Becca clings to the fragments of their past, desperately trying to hold onto 
something that is slipping inexorably through her fingers like grains of sand. At least she still has 
memories—fragments of a time when the world made sense. 


She just wishes Jade doesn't hate her. 


It's a pain that cuts deeper than any blade because it's unavoidable. She knows Jade hates her—hates 
her more than anything after what she's done. That's the part that hurts her the most. It's not the thought 
of never seeing her again that haunts her—it's the knowledge that wherever Jade is, she feels betrayed. 


Her first true love. Her first real kiss. 
Her first heartbreak. 


Another girl enters the room, and gives them a nod, so Sammy grabs her clothes and heads for the 
shower. The air is thick with the acrid stench of smoke. The entire upper floor is wrapped in plastic 
canvas and they're crammed three to a room. At least until the state can move some of them to other 
foster homes. 


Becca kneels by her backpack and rummages through for her T-shirt. They were all allowed upstairs for 
a few hours yesterday so they could grab any clothes that weren't ruined by the fire—or the water that 
drenched everything. She makes a face at the smell of smoke that blasts her when she opens the canvas 
flap. 


It smells almost like... leather? 
With trembling hands, Becca reaches inside. Her fingers grasp at the familiar leather jacket. 


Her eyes open wide, trying to see in the dark. She pulls out the jacket. She knows this wasn't in her 
room when she went up there to grab her stuff. When could Jade have put this here? Her heart quickens 
as she spreads open the jacket and searches the pockets. There's a piece of crumpled paper folded inside 
one of them, with a note roughly scrawled on it. 


Thanks for the memories, kid, it says, and Becca can feel her eyes mist over with tears at Jade's sorrow 
lacing every word. 


It took guts to do what you did—and I love you all the more for it. 


The End 


